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Introduction 

Background/Significance

The purpose of this literature review poster is to present the significance of the 

Adlerian Theory and its effectiveness as a counseling tool. As a current 

graduate counseling student with exposure to a plethora of theories, Adlerian 

Theory closely resonates with me and my personal values. My theoretical 

orientation paper, written for my Counseling Theory course, demonstrates just 

how Adlerian Theory resonates with me. Research shows how Alfred Adler’s 

individual psychology, known as Adlerian Counseling, since its origin in 1912, 

has risen to be one of the most comprehensive humanistic counseling 

approaches. Adlerian Counseling is applied to various therapies, e.g. Adventure 

Therapy (AT), and Adlerian Theory allow for the integration of neuroscience 

principles into the counseling profession (Miller & Dillman Taylor, 2015).

Alfred Adler (1870 – 1937) 

Carlson, J., & Maniacci, M. (2012)

The Adlerian Theory. The Adlerian Theory, developed by Alfred Adler, is the first holistic 

theory of personality. This theory resonates with me for several contextual reasons: its short-

term therapy sessions, holistic concept, humanistic approach, goal-orientation, and social 

connectedness. First, to be an effective Clinical Rehabilitation Counselor (CRC), this theory 

allows for the development of the proper framework for a productive therapy relationship with 

clients through a signed contract and understanding of the limited number of therapy sessions 

upfront. Second, the holistic concept ensures that all parts of the client’s life are considered.  

Next, the humanist approach is about the well-being of others, their personal values, and 

dignity, which play a major part in the make-up and uniqueness of every individual. As a goal-

oriented therapy, it frames the client-therapist focused interaction and targeted goals. Lastly, 

social connectedness is the care for others in your community, which serves an important role 

for the mental well-being of the client and for the community members as well. 

.

Literature Review

According to evidence-based empirical research, “play” is an innate or learned form of 

communication for most children. Child-centered play therapy (CCPT) is an empirically 

endorsed intervention. Meany-Walen & Teeling (2016) in their research design, pointed out 

the CCPT approach is based on Carl Roger’s person-centered theory and is an extensively 

used theoretical approach to play therapy (Lambert et al., 2007) for children’s academic 

achievement (Blanco & Ray, 2011; Blanco, Ray, & Hoffman, 2012). In their aim to improve 

the study participants’ (N = 5, 3 treatment, and 2 control group non-treatment) on-task 

behaviors, they utilized Adlerian’s play therapy (AdPT). AdPT is theoretically based on 

Adler’s individual psychology and is known as the third most broadly used approach to play 

therapy. To determine the efficacy of AdPT intervention, the statistical percentage of 

nonoverlapping data (PND) was also utilized for analyzing single-case experimental design 

(SCED) noted as the individual play therapy session compared to a group session in their 

mixed AdPT treatment approach. The three students (Anna, Christoph, and Geoffrey) PND 

respective percentages (100%, 86%, and 80%) validated the AdPT’s efficacy for increasing 

each students’ on-task behavior as shown in Figures 1, 2, & 3.

McCarty & Christian (2020) define Adventure Therapy (AT), as “an experimental counseling 

approach that utilizes experimental activities for fostering insight, awareness, and growth in 

clients.” As a historical base of Adlerian theory, Adler posited creativity as the key for people 

to grow by overcoming life-struggles of doubt, and instead achieve a societal position of 

relevance. Adlerian lifestyle is identified as a “template for living” which forms from a child’s 

free-creative power and/or restricted-creative power (Shulman & Mosak, 1995). As the child 

makes choices using free-creative power via the lifestyle template, the child will be bound to a 

lifestyle going from free-creative power to restricted. Further, it was pointed out that Adler 

(1927) also identified the soul as creative force for people to advance their life’s goals. To 

assess and then modify adult clients’ lifestyles, Ubuntu Cards© which are widely known as an 

AT activity, is utilized for achieving this task. McCormick and Ortiz (2014) created Ubuntu 

Cards©; they consist of 54 distinctively, double-sided, and pictorial cards which counselors 

utilize during AT. Pictures consist of a variety of images: household items, toys, vehicles, 

objects from nature, and animals. The cards were designed for interpersonal connections and 

the activity is named after the Zulu word for “I am because we are.” As it is known for 

Adlerian theory, the theoretical underpinning is first explained to the client regarding the 

Ubuntu Cards© method in an aim for exploring the Adlerian lifestyle thought. With the results 

from the lifestyle assessment, the following lifestyle syllogisms can be utilized for presenting 

the therapist’s assessment summation: (1) “I am___, (2) others are____, (3) life or the world is

____, (4) therefore I must ___.” McCarty & Christian (2020) aimed to share this new creative 

way for counselors to engage in a dialogue with the client to develop a collaborative 

therapeutic relationship, and for the client to develop beneficial lifestyles.    

Miller & Dillman Taylor (2015), noted how Adler (1912), in his strong desire to provide 

people with “hope” during those unprecedented times of multiple wars, nuclear age, 

revolution, and more, developed individual psychology, i.e. Adlerian counseling (Carlson & 

Maniacci, 2011),  for addressing their urgent sense of despair. At its core, Adler’s humanistic 

theoretical approach is a social nesting, that is a social embeddedness. Individuals are social in 

nature with a strong desire to belong in relationships (social world) for growth and 

development by contributing to this social world. Within their development lie a crucial 

component, e.g. “early relationships” of self, others, and the world. Adlerian perspective of 

this social embeddedness is founded within the attachment theory (Peluso, 2004). From a 

neuroscience research perspective, these relational attachments are “internalized aspects of 

implicit memory, influential perception, emotions, body sensations, and behavioral response 

patterns (A. N. Shore, 2021). Further, such relationships lead the way for a “neuroplasticity 

process, i.e. new experiences whereby the brain connections are altered by these experiences.” 

Adlerian thought of individual deliberate goal-oriented behavioral actions, and holism 

(individuals are greater than the sum of their parts) are found in neuroscience thought of 

behavior as well. Overall, with today’s need for diverse biological/neurological understanding 

of human mental health, the integration of neuroscience principles is warranted. With their 

shared research, Miller & Dillman Taylor (2015) hope to provide this as a “seed” for the start 

of further intentional/urgent research for the advancement of the counseling profession. 

Conclusion

The review showed a limited number of studies on Adlerian Theory 

(AT) and Adlerian Play Therapy (AdPT); however, the evidence 

gathered from the literature review supported the efficacy of Adlerian 

Theory as evidenced by the use of Adlerian Individual Psychology 

(Adlerian Counseling), Adlerian Therapy (AT), and Adlerian Play 

Therapy (AdPT).  

Results 

Some of the studies included in the review are: Meany-Walen & 

Teeling (2016) provided Adlerian Play Therapy (AdPT) research 

single-case experimental design (SCED) and group AdPT sessions 

mixed treatment efficacy results; McCarty & Christian (2019) 

research provides a definition of Adventure Therapy (AT), Adlerian 

lifestyle, and creativity aspects for exploration of a client’s lifestyle 

through the use of Ubuntu cards©; and, Miller & Dillman (2016) 

provides an explorational view of Adlerian individual psychology 

(known as Adlerian counseling) social nesting, behavioral 

intentionality, and holism by way of neuroscience principles advanced 

movement into the counseling profession. 

Figures  1, 2, & 3
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