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Power, interest and psychology argues that psychotherapists need to take seriously how the
social forces of interest and power affect how we all – therapists and clients alike – think,
feel, and behave. The main targets of the book are (what Smail believes to be) the overambition and limited reach of therapists’ actions; operating, as they usually do, through
transference, warmth, empathy, and cognitive behavioural interventions. These influences,
argues Smail, are dwarfed by the social environment outside the clinic. I read this book with
interest as a (non-clinical, academic) lecturer who works with many kinds of psychotherapists
and counsellors.
Smail rejects interventions which assume that insight leads to therapeutic change, that we
have will power which therapy can encourage, that conscious thoughts accessible in therapy
precede action. But what about clients who show improvement during the first few sessions
of therapies which use these forms of intervention? He argues (pp. 24–25) that “such initial
gains tend not to last… Rather like tender plants that thrive only in a greenhouse, it seems
that people find that there is still a cold and hostile world waiting for them at the end of their
therapy sessions…” The exceptions cited are clients who are young, attractive, verbal,
intelligent, and successful. There is some research support for this clinical experience, for
instance showing that cognitive ability positively correlates with outcomes (e.g., Mathiassen
et al., 2012). A counterargument is evidence showing that “early responders” tend to sustain
better outcomes at long term follow up (Haas, Hill, Lambert, & Morrell, 2002; Lambert,
2005). However these correlational studies are open to attack: perhaps the early response just
signals existing resources which were easily activated by therapy.
Therapy, Smail argues, tries to boost the perception of clients’ power to change, when in
reality it is actual power that clients often need: power over material resources, money,
employment, education; personal resources such as confidence and intellect; home and family
life, a love life, and an active social life (Hagan & Smail, 1997). These are areas which often
cannot be influenced by talk in the clinic. So why has individual therapy grown so popular?
Smail argues – and emphasises that it’s nothing to be ashamed of – that therapists rely on
income to put food on the table and pay the rent, just like their clients. He illustrates with the
example of Sigmund Freud (p. 3) who wrote that “My mood also depends very strongly on
my earnings… I have come to know the helplessness of poverty and continually fear it”.
Freud, he argues, changed his theories so as not to offend those who paid the bills, e.g.,
clients’ parents. Smail argues that there is a great mysticism around therapy (p. 8): “rituals of

therapeutic cure… bear a strong resemblance to the spells and incantations of sorcerers”, with
practitioners rarely explaining to clients how their techniques (supposedly?) work. Together
these interests help sustain psychotherapy.
Is it really true that therapists can only intervene in the room with the individual client?
Couple therapy takes the first step beyond the individual by bringing a romantic partner into
the room, and there is evidence it helps with relationship problems (Snyder, Castellani, &
Whisman, 2006). Child and adolescent mental health services frequently intervene in the
family (Carr, 2009). Multi-family therapy (Asen & Scholz, 2010) brings a chunk of the social
network into one room and encourages families to help each other as the therapists gradually
“decentralise” themselves. There is an awareness of the importance of the systems around
people suffering distress. Another path outside the clinic is via homework, such as practicing
social skills, which is (ideally) jointly agreed and set in a range of different types of therapies
(Ronan & Kazantzis, 2006). Outcomes are better when therapies include homework than
when no homework is included (Kazantzis, Whittington, & Dattilio, 2010). Smail, however,
no doubt would argue that each of these interventions is limited when there are more material
challenges at work such as poverty; what then would the homework consist of? Get a job?
Make more money?
“The world is in a bloody mess,” concludes the book, “and even though I know, as do many
others, what it would look like if it weren’t, I have no more viable idea than anyone else how
to get there.” But there are constructive ideas in this text. Awareness that the causes of many
of our actions is a mystery can be positive, for example in terms of accepting that social
power flows through us and we shouldn’t blame ourselves for our situation or how we feel. A
rich analysis is provided of the sources of this social power. The positive and convincing
argument of the book is that the main hope of exercising power is through cooperation with
others on all levels from friendship through to political activism. Indeed there is some
evidence that activists who “advocate a social or political cause” tend to experience more
positive emotions than non-activists (Klar & Kasser, 2009). To what extent these broader
societal processes are within the scope of psychotherapy will no doubt continue to be
debated. But whatever the scope, Smail suggests (p. 84) that the “appropriate role for
therapeutic psychology is to record, celebrate and wonder at the extraordinary diversity of
human character” – which sounds to me like a valuable starting point for therapeutic research
and practice.
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