
INTRODUCTION

Two minor professional experiences in the mid-1990s seem to me to capture my
approach to the skills of cognitive behavioural therapy. Firstly, I was asked to
participate in a national attempt to establish NVQ competencies for psychothe-
rapy in general and cognitive behavioural therapy in particular. This involved an
extended series of meetings in London, sometimes in a smaller CBT group and
sometimes in a larger group for all models. On day one, the CBT group quietly
set about its task and by mid-afternoon had written a pretty fair first draft
document containing the full range of CBT competencies. Before departing the
metropolis, all the groups were called together for the final hour to compare
notes. Clutching our nearly finished work, the CBT group was surprised to find
that few other groups had got anywhere near so far. One group, I remember, was
still having an unresolved argument about the exact definitions of ‘therapist’ and
‘client’. I came away from this event believing that CBT had an unusually clearly
and consensually defined set of skills and competencies. CBT people are gener-
ally quite pragmatic and inclined to get on with the job in hand. Nagging doubts,
however, remained in my mind: are we too linear in our thinking and have we
been missing something here?
A second incident happened at a conference in which I was giving a research

paper on training counsellors in CBT. With my tongue somewhat in my cheek, I
observed that, from a CBT perspective, counsellors sometimes ‘listened too
much’. By this I meant that some counsellors seem to want to reflect virtually
anything the client says and thereby find it hard to achieve the kind of focus
needed for the parsimony (‘maximum gain for minimum effort’) of CBT.
Afterwards another trainer, who trained staff in the National Health Service,
approached me with the remark, ‘I was interested in that because I have a real
struggle to get my trainees to listen at all’. I am sure that we were both exagger-
ating somewhat to make clear our respective predicaments (see Chapter 6 on
working with emotions), yet there was also a grain of truth of our difference. I
thought then, as I do now, that, on balance, I’d rather have my training problem
than his.
Reflecting back now, I believe that these two incidents crystallised ideas that

became and remain my main professional driving forces. In my practice, I have
striven to combine careful and respectful listening to clients with focusing and
clarifying key issues in ways that raise hope and signal realistic markers for
change (Wills, 1998; Wills & Sanders, 1997; Sanders & Wills, 1999, 2003, 2005).
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In my training work, I have tried to develop ways of helping others to develop
these same skills and qualities (Wills, 2006b). It is encouraging to note that there
is now solid research evidence to suggest that it is possible to develop such effec-
tive balances of a range of skills and that CB therapists are as good as anybody
in doing so (Keijsers et al., 2000).
In doing this training work, I have sometimes had to run the gauntlet of

trainee reservations. While not always a comfortable experience, it has been
helpful in making me keep rethinking my assumptions. I have worked with
different professional groups, including counsellors, community justice workers,
social workers, teachers and youth workers. One of the main reservations artic-
ulated by counsellors has been the alleged directiveness of CBT. As a matter of
fact, I do believe that all therapies have their characteristic faults (Wills, 1998):
often their faults are closely linked to their virtues. The characteristic sin of CBT
is, I believe, the tendency to be overly directive and persuasive. Developing finely
grained collaboration with the client offers the most effective safeguard against
these tendencies. Initiating and developing such collaboration will be heavily
emphasised throughout this book. The collaboration process itself is best safe-
guarded by subtle use of certain aspects of structuring the therapy process.
Other helping professions perhaps have fewer problems with the idea of direc-

tion in therapy but are often concerned about the ‘disempowering’ effect of highly
technique-driven CBT. In this regard, it is important that CB therapists adopt
methods to ‘guide discovery’ rather than to ‘change minds’ (Padesky, 1996).
Creative ways of guiding discovery will infuse all aspects of the CB skills in this
book and will constitute its second main pillar alongside collaboration.
Each chapter therefore assumes a stance of collaborative discovery in each

practice area. Chapter 1 will describe and analyse some main theoretical under-
pinnings for different skills. It will also offer brief overviews on the CB perspec-
tive on interpersonal, cognitive, behavioural and emotional change. Chapter 2
will consider the skills of assessment and issue mapping (formulation). Chapter 3
will cover interpersonal skills from a CB perspective. Chapters 4, 5 and 6 will
consider working to achieve therapeutic change in the areas of thinking, behav-
iour and feeling respectively. Chapter 7 will describe working to achieve changes
in deeper seated and longer established ‘patterns’ (‘schema change’). The final
chapter, Chapter 8, will take a leaf from the excellent book of this series on
Gestalt skills by Joyce & Sills (2001) and reflect on what it means to be a CB
therapist in the wider field of the helping professions today.
I have noted before that it is hard for a writer to keep up with CBT because it

is developing so quickly. I did not want this book to be too long so it has been
hard at times to know what to put in and what to leave out. I have been helped
immensely by various colleagues who have looked at my work: my thanks go out
to my style consultant, Diana Sanders, Janet Grey and Annie Wills. Francesca
Inskipp has been an inspirational and supportive series editor, going well beyond
the extra mile on many occasions.
Francesca has edited this series of books on skills in the different therapeutic

traditions. I have recently had the pleasure of interviewing Francesca as part of
a series of recorded interviews with significant contributors to the development
of counselling (School of Social Studies, University of Wales Newport).
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Francesca’s work was seminal in the skills development area (Inskipp, 1986,
1996). I have always found the exercises in her various handbooks to be excep-
tionally clear, effective and (in one of the favourite words of CB therapists) par-
simonious. Taking inspiration from her exercises, each chapter has included
suggestions for exercises and reflections.
I must also say a very big thank you to Alison Poyner and her team at SAGE

for their skilled help and forbearance.
I wanted to keep the book reasonably short, imagining that it could be taken

into action, rather than left back at base. I sometimes feel that therapy books
need the equivalent of the Guardian ‘digested read’ service. The Guardian now
has a ‘digested, digested read’ feature. If this book is ever included there, I hope
it will read: CBT: once more but this time with more feeling!

Note

CBT theory, practice and skills are intimately related. Competent practice
requires that skill use is underpinned by theoretical knowledge. This SAGE
series is firmly centred on skill use. In order that this book stays within reasonable
length, it is necessary to assume that the reader will have a certain familiarity
with basic CBT theory so that it does not always need to be fully described here.
Some such knowledge is assumed about:

� the basic relationship between thoughts, feelings and behaviour,
� the nature of and relationship between negative automatic thoughts, dysfunctional

assumptions, core beliefs and early maladaptive schemas,
� the nature of avoidance,
� the basic CBT models of depression and anxiety,
� the collaborative therapeutic relationship.

Further references and reading on these concepts are listed throughout the book
and on the SAGE website connected to this book.
On the other hand, understanding the knowledge base is so crucial to some

types of skill use that a fuller account is necessary even here (for example, the
discussion of ‘cognitive processing’ in Chapters 4 and 6). There are, however, also
some instances of helpful concepts related to use of skills that are not widely
described in the CBT literature: for example, Seymour Epstein’s work on the
relationship between cognition and emotion (see Chapter 6).

Introduction 3

Wills-Introduction:Wills-Introduction.qxd 1/2/2008 3:08 PM Page 3


