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Abstract—Reason is an important tool in therapy. Contrary to 

the widely-held belief that there is a conflictual relationship 
between reason and the emotions, they can be integrated if they 
are both viewed as part of the information processing apparatus 
of the nervous system. Both can deliver meaningful messages, and 
seeing them in combination makes successful therapy possible. 
Important steps are to use reason to expose thoughts that appear 
“unreasonable” and to use reason to build more adequate new 
information and thus better feelings about oneself and the world. 
 

Index Terms—cognition, thoughts, emotion, information, 
communication, psychotherapy 
 

I. INTRODUCTION 

EELINGS are at the heart of therapy because patients come 
to see a therapist when they do not feel well. Even when it 

is primarily the disturbing nature of a thought, it is the effect of 
this thought on how a patient feels, that makes the patient see a 
therapist. 

Communication, an exchange of meaningful information, is 
the min tool available to a psychotherapist. Information, 
especially questions, can help patients think about their own 
thinking and that of others. It gives them more influence over 
the thought process and thus a greater sense of ‘mental’ 
efficacy. This process in turn can influence the emotions and 
how one feels in general about oneself and the world. 
 

II. THE POWER OF REASON 

Reason has lead a problematic existence in psychotherapy, 
although it provides the major therapeutic tool in both major 
strands of therapy, psychodynamic psychotherapy and CBT. 

The major problem with reason has been that it may give the 
appearance that the therapist wants the patient to be 
‘reasonable’ in the sense of confirming to a norm, which at least 
in psychodynamic psychotherapy is not the case. Even in CBT, 
which works with norms to a certain extent, the patient has to 
define a life that fits him or her values and interests. 

The real objective of therapy is to give the patient the 
freedom he or she needs to make good choices and lead a 
fulfilled life. If we regard being ‘reasonable’ as having the 
ability to reason in a helpful way, then it brings the patient 
closer to this goal. It is about letting the head and the heart work 
together in a synergistic and helpful way. 
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A. Values, Interests and Aspirations 

Not acting and communicating according one’s values leads 
to a decrease in happiness and confidence, especially if this 
extends over a longer time interval. Therapy is in part about 
helping the patient to discover his or her values, interests and 
aspirations. 

 

B. The Emotions 

The emotions can help a person identify values and 
aspirations for the future, if we consider the emotions as 
valuable information. The emotions result from the nervous 
system’s integration of a wealth of bits of information that reach 
a person. It seems imprecise because more information has 
gone into it than in most sensory input. Patients often do not 
consider their emotions as useful information, especially when 
they have become dissociated from them due to trauma or 
depression, which makes it more difficult to identify their 
values, interests and aspirations.  

 

C. Information from the Senses 

Information from the senses, in contrast to the emotions, 
appears more detailed. A visual image or memory may be more 
convincing as a ‘fact’ than an emotion. However, this 
disregards that emotions are as much based on information than 
a visual image. In fact, an emotion is usually a wider integration 
of information than a narrowly defined momentary sensory 
input. 

To make the emotions accessible to reason, it is often helpful 
to see them as broad signals. A task in therapy is to get find the 
information they convey. 

 

D. Change 

Reason helps to deconstruct beliefs and thoughts that are 
built on inadequate information. The emotions can be helpful in 
bringing about change because of the large amount of 
information they are based on. 

In therapy a patient may be confronted with a belief or 
thought that seem unreasonable or illogical to the therapist. In 
this way, the therapist asks the patient to reconstruct 
consciously how the thought or belief was derived. If the patient 
finds this impossible, it will cast doubt on the previously held 
belief or thought (such as an intrusive thought in OCD). 
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Without the information from the emotions the effect might be 
short-lived. But with the information from the emotions, a 
better alternative belief or thought can be integrated into the 
brain’s information system. A thought or belief that can be felt 
strongly about, because it aligns with a patient’s values and 
interests will be adapted much more quickly. 

 

E. Emotions derived from Information 

Information in itself is not logical or illogical, only how 
connections are made between pieces of information, which 
underlies the process of associations and memory. This is also 
why emotions should not be addressed directly with logic. The 
way they are derived is largely automatic and in a sense 
‘correct’. However, they may be based on incorrect 
information, and it is this information which is accessible to 
logic. 

For example, patient A is afraid of losing her job. She feels 
fear. Objectively, she was complemented repeatedly that she is 
doing a great job, and the company itself is doing well. In this 
situation, it would not help her to label her fears as ‘irrational’ 
or ‘unreasonable’, which would make the search for underlying 
reasons of the fear more difficult by denying them from the 
outset. It is better to regard fear as an emotion that is accurately 
derived from some other underlying information. Maybe there 
is a constellation at work with her boss, which subconsciously 
reminds her of an earlier interaction in a different non-work-
related situation. Or, she is generally afraid of loss because she 
has experienced the trauma of loss not long ago. Finding out the 
real reasons of the emotion will point at something that is 
important to the patient, and close to how she defines herself. 

Getting at the underlying information can accomplish two 
things in the case of patient A. First, it can demonstrate to her 
that the emotion is unrelated to the present situation. Secondly, 
if the information is related to her present situation, being aware 
of it puts her in a better position to make a decision. 

 

F. Imagination 

Imagining the world or a specific situation with a different 
set of information helps compare possible outcomes and make 
better decisions. This can involve the emotions, because a 
thought or image can induce them. They do not only contain the 
information of the imaginary aspects but also of the real aspects. 
Thus, using the emotions with imagination and reasoning can 
be quite helpful with a view to decisions in the future. 

 

G. The Power of Logic 

As we have seen, reason helps to connect information in a 
way that leads to the derivation of new information. It is a 
process to bring about new information from existing one, but 
since it is largely conscious, only a narrowly defined set of 
information can be processed at a time. This is the reason why 
sometimes trusting an emotion can be easier than trusting one’s 
thoughts. Emotions integrate a larger amount of information. 

One way to solve this problem is by becoming better at 
identifying important and valuable information. In therapy, the 

patient can learn to identify this kind of information, primarily 
by identifying what is important or of value to him. Thus, 
identifying one’s values, interests and aspirations helps in the 
process of identifying better information and to make better 
decisions. 

For example, patient A values helping other people more 
highly. In her decision whether to stay in her job, she might thus 
focus on information that is valuable in discerning the effect of 
her work on other people, and less on information that is largely 
irrelevant to her. 

 

III. CONCLUSION 

Reason and the emotions together provide valuable 
information that help patients to act and communicate closer to 
their values and interests, which increase their quality of life. 
They should be viewed as complementary and synergistic. 
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