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HE GIFT OF THERAPY: AN OPEN LETTER TO A NEW GENERATION OF THERAPISTS AND THEIR PATIENTS The book in a minute

BEFORE YOU START 01

The book in a minute

Irvin D. Yalom is an existential psychiatrist, a professor emeritus of psychiatry at Stanford, and the author
of Existential Psychotherapy and Love's Executioner. The Gift of Therapy is his letter to younger therapists,
written late in a long career as a run of short, numbered tips. He argues that the relationship between
therapist and patient is what heals, and that a therapist should build a new therapy for each person rather
than apply one method to everyone. Much of the book is about the here-and-now: noticing what happens
between the two people in the room and talking about it openly. He also writes about death, freedom,
isolation and meaning, about dreams, and about the therapist's own feelings and mistakes. Each tip is
grounded in short, candid stories from his own practice.

Below are the 9 ideas HourLife readers vote up most, each in our words with a note on what it asks of you,
and then the steps that put them to work.
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The takeaways

l HOURLIFE TAKEAWAY
The relationship is the treatment, not the wrapping around it.

Yalom argues that what helps people most is the bond between therapist and patient, more than any single
technique. Theory still matters, but it serves the relationship rather than the other way round. A good hour is
one where two people are really present to each other.

2 HOURLIFE TAKEAWAY
Therapist and patient are fellow travellers, facing the same hard facts
of life.

Yalom drops the picture of a healthy expert fixing a sick patient. Both people will die, both have to choose,
and both are alone in some way. Seeing the patient as a fellow traveller makes the therapist humbler and the
work more honest.

5 HOURLIFE TAKEAWAY
Build a new therapy for each person instead of fitting each person to
one method.

Yalom says every patient needs a therapy made for them, and that the therapist should be ready to change
course when something isn't working. A rigid method can become a way of not seeing the person in the
other chair.

4 HOURLIFE TAKEAWAY
What happens between you in the room is the richest material you
have.

This is the here-and-now, the idea Yalom returns to most. He suggests checking in on how the two people are
doing together in nearly every session. The way someone treats their therapist often mirrors how they treat
everyone else, and in the room it can be worked on live.

5 HOURLIFE TAKEAWAY

A diagnosis can stop you seeing the person in front of you.

Yalom warns that labels narrow attention, and that people are always more than any category. He leaves di-
agnosis to paperwork such as insurance forms and tries to stay curious about the person instead.
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6 HOURLIFE TAKEAWAY
To understand someone, look out of their window, not yours.
Empathy means seeing the world from where the other person sits. Yalom tells of a patient who was hurt
that, on a drive to college, her father only remarked on an ugly, littered stream while she saw a lovely one.
Years later she drove the same road and saw there were two streams, one on each side.

7 HOURLIFE TAKEAWAY

Your own feelings in a session are information, not noise.

If the therapist feels bored, irritated or drawn in, other people in the patient's life probably feel the same.
Yalom treats those reactions as data to use, carefully and kindly, rather than something to hide.

8 HOURLIFE TAKEAWAY
Owning a mistake teaches more than pretending you never make one.

Yalom writes that every therapist gets things wrong and should say so openly. Admitting an error models the
honesty the therapist hopes to see in the patient, and it often deepens trust rather than weakening it.

9 HOURLIFE TAKEAWAY
Facing death can make a life more vivid, not less.
Yalom's work returns to four givens of existence: death, freedom, isolation and meaninglessness. He encour-

ages therapists not to look away when these come up, because facing mortality often helps people sort what
matters from what doesn't.
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HE GIFT OF THERAPY: AN OPEN LETTER TO A NEW GENERATION OF THERAPISTS AND THEIR PATIENTS Your action book

PUT IT TO WORK

Your action book

Do the setup steps once, then keep the habits going. The setup changes your week; the habits keep it
changed after the first good one.

The download puts this whole reading and a printable action book in one PDF: the setup checklist, then a
page of real calendar days for each habit, starting on the day you choose.

SET UP ONCE KEEP UP DAILY
(] Write down why you want help () Take five minutes after each session
(] Ask a therapist how they work (O Say one thing about the room

(] Agree a check-in on the relationship () Look out of their window first

C] Start a here-and-now notebook 30 days - Nov 6 - Dec 5,2026

(] Name the given that weighs most

Part two, after the reading, prints each of these as a page to fill in by hand.
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THE LAST WORD

Before you go

Pick one step from the action book and do it today. An idea from a book starts to count once it changes

what one ordinary day looks like.
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PART TWO

The action book

Change the setup once, then keep it up. 5 setup actions to do once, and 3
habits to mark each day for 30 days.

Nov 6 - Dec 5, 2026



HE GIFT OF THERAPY: AN OPEN LETTER TO A NEW GENERATION OF THERAPISTS AND THEIR PATIENTS The setup checklist

SET UP ONCE

The setup checklist

Each of these is done once. Do one a day, and check it off when it is done.

D SETUP 1
Write down why you want help

Before you book, or before your next session, write three sentences: what hurts, what you have tried, and
what would be different if this helped.

Bring the page with you.

MY VERSION

E] SETUP 2
Ask a therapist how they work

In a first call or session, ask how they would describe their approach and how you will both know if it is
working.
Notice how it feels to sit with them, not only what they say.

MY VERSION DONE ON

D SETUP 3

Agree a check-in on the relationship

Ask your therapist if you can spend a few minutes each session on how the two of you are doing.

Not in therapy? Try a monthly how-are-we-doing talk with one close person.

MY VERSION DONE ON

[:] SETUP 4

Start a here-and-now notebook

Make one note on your phone or one page in a notebook for what you notice in sessions and important con-
versations: what you felt, what you held back, what surprised you.

MY VERSION DONE ON

D SETUP 5

Name the given that weighs most

Pick the one of death, freedom, isolation or meaning that presses on you most this year.
Write a paragraph about it, then decide whether to take it to therapy or to a trusted friend.

MY VERSION DONE ON
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HE GIFT OF THERAPY: AN OPEN LETTER TO A NEW GENERATION OF THERAPISTS AND THEIR PATIENTS Take five minutes after each session

DAILY HABIT 1 OF 3

Take five minutes after each session

Straight after a session, jot down what stayed with you and anything you wished you had said.

Nov 6 - Dec 5, 2026 - 30 days - circle each day you do it

SMALLEST VERSION Ccu WHER
November 2026
MON TUE WED THU FR SAT SUN
6 7 8
9 10 11 12 13 14 15
16 17 18 19 20 21 22
23 24 25 26 27 28 29
30
December 2026
MON TUE WED THU R SA SUN
1 2 3 4 5
EACH FRIDAY
AT HELPED WHAT GOT IN THE WAY ONE CHANGE TO THE SETUP
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HE GIFT OF THERAPY: AN OPEN LETTER TO A NEW GENERATION OF THERAPISTS AND THEIR PATIENTS Say one thing about the room

DAILY HABIT 2 OF 3

Say one thing about the room

Once in each session or conversation that matters, say something about what is happening between you right
now, such as feeling unheard, rushed or closer.

Nov 6 - Dec 5, 2026 - 30 days - circle each day you do it

SMALLEST VERSION CUE HERE
November 2026
TUE WED THU R SA SUN
6 7 8
9 10 11 12 13 14 15
16 17 18 19 20 21 22
23 24 25 26 27 28 29
30
December 2026
MON TUE WED THU FR SAT SUN
1 2 3 4 5
EACH FRIDAY
WHAT HELPED WHAT GOT IN THE WAY ONE CHANGE TO THE SETUP
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HE GIFT OF THERAPY: AN OPEN LETTER TO A NEW GENERATION OF THERAPISTS AND THEIR PATIENTS Look out of their window first

DAILY HABIT 3 OF 3

Look out of their window first

When you disagree with someone this week, describe their view in their terms until they agree you have it.

Nov 6 - Dec 5, 2026 - 30 days - circle each day you do it

SMALLEST VERSION Ccu WHER
November 2026
MON TUE WED THU FR SAT SUN
6 7 8
9 10 11 12 13 14 15
16 17 18 19 20 21 22
23 24 25 26 27 28 29
30
December 2026
MON TUE WED THU R SA SUN
1 2 3 4 5
EACH FRIDAY

HELPED WHAT GOT IN THE WAY ONE CHANGE TO THE SETUP
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Most of the healing happens in the

Read it online, and vote
on the takeaways:

hourlife.com/books/the-

gift-of-therapy
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space between the two chairs.

HOURLIFE NOTE AFTER IRVIN D. YALOM
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