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“I have been impressed with the urgency of doing.  
Knowing is not enough; we must apply.  

Being willing is not enough; we must do.”       
—Leonardo da Vinci

“Every person is the best judge of what relates to his own interests or concerns 
 . . . errors once discovered are more than half amended.”       

—George Washington
• • •

In classes, training workshops, conferences, 
and during supervision, both experienced and neophyte counsel-
ors and therapists ask a personal question, “How do I help clients 
make meaningful changes in their actions, their thinking, and their 
feelings?” They also ask, “How and when do clients change?” “What 
motivates clients to alter their behavior?” “How can effective coun-
selors elicit or instill in clients a desire or a motive for changing their 
behavior?” “How can clients better cope in the face of so many on-
slaughts from the world around them?”

The purpose of this brief and practical book is to provide answers 
to these questions as well as to help counselors formulate interven-
tions that are useful in an age of short-term, brief counseling. The 
techniques presented are action centered, cognitive centered, and 
affective centered. “Self-evaluation” focuses on clients’ explicit and 
controllable choices, self-talk derived from choice theory, and the 
emotional component of clients’ total behavior. The neophyte coun-
selor trainee and the seasoned professional can immediately imple-
ment the interventions described in this book. Moreover, if this book 
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stimulates discussion and serves as a catalyst for conversation among 
professional people, it will, in my view, be successful. This hope does 
not minimize the value of the explanations. On the contrary, I believe 
the explanations add to the respect of choice theory/reality therapy 
(CT/RT) and place it where it belongs—in the mainstream of the pro-
fession of counseling and also in psychological theory and practice.

I am not a disinterested researcher who investigates phenom-
ena as a detached neutral observer. Rather, I am an activist and an 
advocate for teaching CT/RT as a proven and practical system. In 
my opinion, a wealth of research provides ample support for the 
practice of reality therapy. Consequently, I am meticulous in my 
efforts to achieve both accuracy and precision in presenting both 
theory and practice.

Although these interventions are easily understood, experience 
has shown that their effective use requires thoughtful reflection 
and ongoing self-evaluation of their diverse applications by the user. 
Discerning counselors’ habitual use of these skills over time reveals 
their subtlety and depth. In addition, I believe that these skills are 
compatible with cognitive counseling, motivational interviewing, 
narrative therapy, dialectical behavioral therapy, Adlerian counsel-
ing, and others. This integration does not diminish the fact that real-
ity therapy is a stand-alone counseling system.

Utilizing the skills derived from this book, counselors are able to 
practice the art of counseling in a more spontaneous and elegant 
manner. By introducing advanced techniques based on reality ther-
apy as action, cognition, and emotion centered, you can seamlessly 
integrate them into your own personal style and repertoire of skills. 
The counselor–client interactions described in this book will trigger 
additional questions and exploratory statements that fit individual 
personalities and enhance a wide range of styles. For instance, when 
implemented properly, the skill of helping clients self-evaluate be-
comes more than a formula or a cookbook recipe. Developing ap-
propriate self-evaluation skills and interventions requires practice as 
well as a willingness to undertake a trial-and-error process.

The skills and techniques described in this book include both ques-
tions and explorations that appropriately and readily apply cross cul-
turally. I have conducted training sessions in North America, Asia, 
Europe, the Middle East, and North Africa and trained instructors in 
countries around the world, encouraging them to make their own cul-
turally appropriate adaptations. These ideas have been received with 
enthusiasm, and counselors have been willing to adapt them to their 
own traditions, customs, and language even though this may involve 
considerable modification. For example, when teaching in Germany, 
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it became evident that the words power and control presented difficulties 
that needed detailed explanations as well as adaptations. Similarly, in 
cultures characterized by indirect communication (a communication 
style less assertive than that of many Western people), a softer mode 
of questioning and exploration is required. My friend and colleague 
Masaki Kakitani, professor emeritus and counselor at Rissyo Univer-
sity Tokyo, Japan, tells me that directly asking “What do you want?” can 
sound intrusive. His cultural adaptation—“What are you looking for?” 
or “What are you seeking?”—is more appropriate for Japanese clients. 
Rose Inza Kim, professor emeritus of Sogang University in Seoul, Ko-
rea, and known as the “Glasser of Korea,” has expressed to me that 
the same holds true of the Korean adaptation of reality therapy. Many 
of my books have been translated into Japanese, Korean, Croatian, 
Hebrew, and Arabic, which further illustrates that indigenous peoples 
find the concepts useful and appealing to counselors as well as being 
beneficial for their clients.

Of increasing relevance to the use of reality therapy around the world 
is the need for the practitioner to be aware of various styles of communi-
cation and thus to understand how to adapt reality therapy to individual 
clients. Michio Kaku (2011) presents a far-reaching observation:

In the West, there is an expression “the squeaky wheel gets the 
grease.” But in the East there is another expression: “The nail 
that sticks out gets hammered down.” These two expressions are 
diametrically opposed to each other, but they capture some of 
the essential features of Western and Eastern thought. (p. 374)

You are invited to interpret this statement and apply it to the theory 
and practice of reality therapy as you implement the ideas presented 
in this book.

Chapters 1 and 2 address human motivation: why people do what 
they do. Human beings possess five genetic, universal needs that are 
the source of behavior. More specifically, we develop pictures, or spe-
cific wants, related to the needs that are unique to each person. Hu-
man behavior consists of actions, thinking, feelings, and physiology 
that spring from our inner world of wants and is an attempt to influ-
ence the world for the purpose of achieving need-satisfying percep-
tions. This statement is clarified in Chapters 1 and 2.

Chapter 3 summarizes specific interventions made by practitioners 
of reality therapy for the purpose of establishing a safe, warm, and 
empathic relationship. Chapter 4 constitutes the heart and soul of 
reality therapy, the WDEP system. This acronym summarizes many 
direct as well as subtle interventions that are explained and illus-
trated throughout the book.
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Chapters 5, 6, and 7 present specific hypothetical dialogues. Chap-
ter 5 includes the application of reality therapy to two adults: an 
employee who is unmotivated and drinks excessively, and a culture-
specific lonely client seeking a promotion at work.

Chapter 6 introduces four cross-cultural cases, beginning with a 
troubled adolescent student, followed by a cultural exploration of 
wants or goals underlying those initially expressed by the client. 
The third case describes an adult female with a record of arrests for 
drug dealing who is living in a halfway house and feels lonely, power-
less, and unattractive. The final case is of a young male probationer 
whose ethnicity is not described, which demonstrates the applicabil-
ity of reality therapy to all clients regardless of ethnicity.

Chapter 7 contains seven case studies. The first case illustrates the 
use of reality therapy with an adult couple experiencing tension in 
their relationship. Subsequent to this case is one of a self-referred 
woman suffering the loss of her husband. The third case focuses on 
the posttraumatic stress of a 12-year army veteran. The final four 
cases illustrate applications to an adult female with multiple diag-
noses living in poverty with a history of self-injury and child neglect; 
an adult male who demonstrates a discrepancy between his stated 
values and his behavior; an adult female who fears that her career 
might be in jeopardy because of anxiety that is rooted in a serious 
loss; and, finally, we revisit a teenage client who is dealing with feel-
ings of fear and anger.

Chapter 8 provides answers to questions about spirituality, the 
value of expressing reality therapy as the WDEP system, the place 
of feelings and emotions in reality therapy, and the connection be-
tween reality therapy and ethics principles. It also provides the an-
swer to the question, “What is the evidence for the effective use of re-
ality therapy?” The chapter ends with a self-evaluation applied to the 
professional, with questions for your consideration and criticisms of 
reality therapy.

Chapter 9 summarizes the central place of self-evaluation in real-
ity therapy as described by its founder, psychiatrist William Glasser 
(1925–2013).

Specific dialogues illustrate many kinds of direct self-evaluations. 
For example, the interchange between the counselor and Simon in 
Chapter 5 includes asking Simon whether he believes that his cur-
rent work habits are helpful or hurtful in keeping his job. Also, Dr. 
Phil’s famous question, “How’s that working for you?”, exemplifies 
a direct inquiry focusing on clients’ self-evaluations. Furthermore, 
the advanced use of self-evaluation skills includes subtle and indi-
rect techniques. Implicit or indirect self-evaluation such as the use of 
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metaphors and stories offers additional pathways for utilizing these 
keys to client change.

I offer four suggestions for your consideration. First, due to the 
fact that many graduates of counseling programs and licensed coun-
selors work in agencies that identify them as therapists, in this book I 
use the terms counseling and therapy interchangeably. However, please 
note that counseling is not merely an activity; it is an independent 
profession. Although there are differences between the activities of 
counseling and psychotherapy, I do not differentiate between the 
two processes because reality therapy has found a home among a 
wide variety of mental health workers: counselors, corrections work-
ers, nurses, psychologists, addictions specialists, school counselors, 
classroom teachers, managers, supervisors, and administrators, to 
name a few. According to Patterson (1973), “there are no essential 
differences between counseling and psychotherapy in the nature of 
the relationship, in the process, in the methods or techniques, in 
goals or outcomes, or even in the kinds of clients involved” (p. xiv). 
Nystul (2011) states that “the counseling literature has not made a 
clear distinction between these concepts, perhaps because the two 
processes are more similar than different” (p. 6). Nevertheless, if 
you wish to differentiate between the two, I will not argue the point. 
Whether you identify yourself as a counselor or a therapist, I believe 
you will find that you can use the ideas described in this book. In 
describing the interaction between the professional person and the 
client, I will, for the most part, refer to the professional person as a 
“counselor.”

Second, as you read the book, look for surprises and the unex-
pected, such as the client washing dishes with his mother. Some of 
the interventions will undoubtedly seem familiar, but others might 
seem unusual or even startling. There might even be one that daz-
zles you! When you employ these tactics, you will notice that clients 
begin to think about their lives in a different way. Frequently, they 
demonstrate their change of thinking nonverbally. They tend to 
look up and adopt a hesitating and thoughtful facial expression. If 
the technique is familiar to you, remember the admonition of the 
famous British writer Samuel Johnson who observed that we need to 
be reminded more than we need to be taught. In a like manner, Oli-
ver Wendell Holmes said, “We need education in the obvious more 
than investigation of the obscure” (as cited in Sowell, 2015, p. 46). 
In an overstatement, President Harry Truman observed that the only 
thing new is the history you do not know. If the technique is new, 
enjoy it, use it as soon as possible, and don’t fret about whether it is 
old or new.
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Third, this is not a book merely about concepts. Included are 
many examples of dialogues and interactions between counselor 
and client illustrating a variety of self-evaluations and specific usable 
interventions. I encourage you to utilize the questions and other in-
terventions in your professional relationships. They may feel awk-
ward at first, but with continued use they will become spontaneous 
and natural. An important extension of reality therapy counseling 
is my suggestion that at the end of each session you ask the client, 
“What was the most useful idea discussed today?” Implementing this 
simple idea, a question and an answer, requires no more than a few 
seconds, but it provides the opportunity for clients to evaluate the 
process and to provide helpful feedback to the counselor. To empha-
size the importance of this intervention, I include a question such as, 
“What was most useful to you in our session today?”

Fourth, be aware that the use of easily understood language is 
intentional. I have written about self-evaluation with a purposeful 
focus on the language of everyday living. Very few technical words 
and phrases are required to explain and learn the powerful inter-
ventions defined as “self-evaluation.” Similarly, I hope you will teach 
these principles to colleagues, clients, families, parent groups, and 
the public. They are indeed life-changing ideas that, because of 
down-to-earth language, can be learned not only by licensed profes-
sionals but also by people from virtually every background.

Finally, I invite you to contact me with questions, difficulties en-
countered, and, especially, success stories at wubsrt@fuse.net.
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